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Abstract 
Crime rates have increased significantly over recent months and years, specifically urban crime rate. The number of 
females incarcerated in Malaysian prisons grew from 2909 in 1998 to 3511 in the year 2000 (15.07 rate per 100,000 
inhabitants) (Malaysian Crime Index, 2002). Recent research has compared male and female trends in violent 
offending arrest data and found that female to male offending rate ratio for aggravated assault, robbery and simple 
assault have increased over time and there is a narrowing of the gender gaps (Lauritsen, et al., 2009). However little 
is known about the females who commit crimes, the type of crimes committed and the risk factors associated with 
their criminal behaviour. Studies show that there are variations among female and male crime offenders concerning 
education, measured intelligence and marital status of parents (Silverthorn, et al., 2001). As women are portrayed as 
the backbone of the nation, it is pertinent to understand who these women are, reasons for committing these crimes 
and the impact of their imprisonment on their immediate families and to outline methods to overcome this problem. 
The population to be researched would be the incarcerated females in a Women Prison in Malaysia. From the 
findings, it is hoped that concrete methods could be outlined as to how crime amongst female could be reduced.   
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1. Introduction 
The criminal behavior of women has been studied less than that of men. This could be because 
women commit fewer crimes than men, especially violent offences, and also because female crime would 
typically be carried out in private and domestic spheres. In addition, women s roles as mothers, society s 
taboo towards female violence and consequent denial have possibly reduced the concern of this issue. In 
Malaysia, out of 39, 258 prisoners in 2008, only 9% were females (Malaysian Stats, 2009).    
Though the numbers of the offenders seem insignificant, this research was carried out to have an 
in-depth understanding of who the female offenders in Malaysia are and what types of crimes are they 
incarcerated for. More than half of the female prison population in Malaysia is made up of foreigners 
from poorer neighbouring countries with immigration offenses being the highest in terms of committed 
crimes. The focus of this research however was only the Malaysian female offenders, which makes up a 
much smaller percentage than the 9% stated above.   
Women are crucial to the nation s economic engine to further propel Malaysia up the value 
chain as well as further the nation s development efforts. Currently women make up about half of the 
wage earners in the country. The female prisoners are women who can contribute to the social and 
economic development of the country. Women also play a major role in the upbringing of children and 
their absence in the families could lead to other social problems in the family.  
2. Brief literature review 
The focus of criminologists throughout time has been on understanding male offending 
patterns. The causes of female offending were often viewed as the same as for male offending, and 
therefore causal factors unique to female offending were often overlooked (Belknap, 2007; Kaukinen, 
Gover, & Hays, 2006).  However, feminists were able to redirect the attention of criminologists in the 
1970s to begin examining the root causes of female offending. Since then, prior sexual abuse has been 
identified as being a catalyst for female criminal offending onset patterns and the development of life-
course criminal offending (Bailey & McCloskey, 2005; Belknap, 2007; Comack, 2005).  As much of 
the sexual abuse that women experience in childhood has been perpetrated by family members, young 
girls find it necessary to run away from home (i.e., where the perpetrator[s] reside) and turn to a life of 
crime on the streets as a means of survival (Belknap, 2007; Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2004).  Childhood 
sexual abuse is seen as a pathway for female onset into criminal offending patterns.  
Sampson (1993) claims that any theory of crime must begin with the fact that most violent 
criminals belonged to teenage peer-groups, particularly street gangs, and that a gang member will become 
a full-time criminal if social controls are insufficient to address delinquent behaviour at an early age. He 
follows Shaw and McKay (1942) in accepting that if the family and relatives offer inadequate supervision 
or incomplete socialization, children from broken families are more likely to join violent gangs unless 
others take the parents' place. But, even children from unstable families are less likely to be influenced by 
peer groups in a community where most family units are intact.  
Longitudinal studies have found that children who experienced violence are more likely to 
engage in crime later in life (Herrera & McCloskey, 2001). It was found that girls with prior abuse 
histories are more likely to be arrested for violent offenses (Blum, Ireland, & Blum, 2003). Hence, 
physical abuse is a significant risk factor for antisocial behaviour among girls. However, Nofziger and 
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Kurtz (2005) found that witnessing violence was the most substantial risk factor for future offending, 
more than having deviant peers or experiencing violence.  
Most female offenders are from disadvantaged family and social environment that support 
criminal values, attitudes and behaviours. They are more likely to have grown up in a single-parent home 
or in a household where at least one parent was absent (Bloom, Owen & Covington, 2003). In addition to 
not developing healthy relationships with their parents, they bond to delinquent peers to fill the void left 
by their need for kinship. Such relationships are one of the most important proximate causes of 
delinquency (Sampson & Laub, 1993). Many turn to drugs because they have no healthy internal 
resources for dealing with their emotions.  
3. Methodology 
As the issue to be studied focused on the socio-demographic characteristics of the female 
prisoners, the researchers decided to collect data from the offenders themselves. All female prisoners who 
were incarcerated during the time of the interview in 2011 were interviewed.  At that point in time, only 
34 Malaysian female offenders were in the prison. Sekaran (2003) agrees with Roscoe (1975) that a 
sample size of between 30-500 samples would suffice for most studies. The prison authorities only 
permitted a one-time interview with the prisoners. Hence, data was obtained through a onetime face-to-
face interview between the female offender and the interviewer. At any one time, there were 2 or 3 
interviews taking place at various parts of the prison. As the objective of the research was to have an in-
depth understanding of who the prisoners are, the interviews were semi-structured in nature. This enabled 
the interviewers to collect all socio-demographic information together with information on the crime for 
which the prisoners were incarcerated. 
4. Findings 
The female prisoners during the time of interview were mainly Malays (58.8%). They were 
mainly between the ages of 20-39 (67.7%). Majority of them were married before, however only 23.5% 
were still married at the time of interview; the rest were divorced, separated or widowed.  For most, it was 
their first marriage (47.1%). The married women all had between 1-6 children. In terms of education, the 
women mainly had a primary or lower secondary education level. The female perpetrators grew up in 
large families with a majority of them having 4-6 siblings (52.9%) followed by those who have 7 and 
more siblings (32.4%). About half of the women grew up in homes where their parents were divorced 
(47.1%).   
Prior to their arrest, only a small percentage of the perpetrators were housewives (8.8%). The 
rest contributed to the household earnings, whether single or married. Most of them (38.2%) were 
involved in some form of businesses, while the rest worked in offices, as cleaners and in hotels or pubs.  
The women were incarcerated for various offences, the highest being involvement with drugs. 
Half of the women in prison were incarcerated because they were drug users or drug users and sellers. 
The other crimes committed by these women were criminal breach of trust (CBT), robbing and 
possession of illegal goods, gambling and falsifying documents and child abuse. For these offences, they 
were sentenced to imprisonment mainly between one to five years. There were lesser number of women 
who were given a judgment of more than 5 years and less than a year.     
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Table 1: Demographic Profile of Female Prisoners 
Female Prisoners (N= 34) 
Demographic Variable              Category            Frequency              Percentage 
Age 
            
                20-29 
               
                   11 
            
                 32.4 
                30-39                    12                                          35.3  
                40-49                     6                  17.6  
                50-59                     2                    5.9  
           60 & above                     3                    8.8  
Marital Status                             Single                                      12                                   35.3 
                                                             Married                                            8                                             23.5 
                                                                 Divorced                                          9                                 26.5 
                                                                    Separated                                         3                                         8.8 
                                                                   Widowed                                         2                                       5.9  
     
Education Levels                               No education                     2                                       5.9  
                                                           Primary school                            10                                      29.4 
                                                                             Lower secondary                                  10                                     29.4 
                                                                            Upper secondary                       8                                      23.5 
                                                                             Diploma/degree                                     4                                      11.8 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________  
Most of the female perpetrators left the home they grew up in before they were 20 years old 
(Table 2). Hence, from the interviews, it was clear that many of the prisoners did not have family 
emotional and physical support even before they were 20 years of age. There are women who left their 
home as early as 10 years of age and lived with friends. This means that if they were involved in vices at 
the young age, this pattern could have continued as their bond with friends was much stronger than their 
bond with family. Some women left their home to live with their husband or partners (Table 3).  
Table 2: Age left home  
Age Freq % 
10-15 years old  8  23.5 
16-20 years old 14 41.2 
Above 20 years old 5 14.7 
Never left home 7 20.6  
Total 34 100 
Table 3: After leaving home, spend time with whom?  
Spend time with whom? Freq % 
Husband/Partner  9  26.5 
Friends 15 44.1 
Relatives 3 8.8 
Not applicable 7 20.6  
Total 34 100 
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5. Conclusion 
Cases of females involved in aberrant acts are many times related to them being abused as 
children and this was the case for some of these women. For others, though they were not abused, grew 
up in families where the parents were divorced, which was the case for almost half of the interviewed 
prisoners. Drug abuse is the primary reason most women enter prison and is the primary health problem 
of women in prison and it is clear that many of these women require help not punishment. The 
overwhelming majority of female offenders are non-violent mothers with addiction problems and a strong 
history of abuse (sexual, physical or emotional).  Not having much access to their children and punishing 
through incarceration is unlikely to help when what they need is proper rehabilitation. This rehabilitation 
and support should span through from drug rehabilitation to employment and working with outside 
support networks.  
The lives of some of these women are quite unfortunate and they have been largely let down by 
society and the people around them who are supposed to love and care for them. A rehabilitative prison 
system should be well geared to handle and help women prisoners and can be easily modified to cope 
with different conviction based demographics. As the majority of incarcerated females have a history of 
abuse, whether it is sexual, domestic or verbal, counselling should be included along with classes to 
address the differences between healthy and unhealthy relationships. Parental classes would also be useful 
as most women are unsure what it means to be a parent. The women must also have sufficient ability to 
be part of a society again as they do not perceive good relationships with their families. Hence skill 
training is extremely useful for women to be gainfully employed and be able to fend for themselves in 
case of no support from families. 
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